











This	 paper	 explores	 the	 nature	 of	 relations	 between	 public	 officials	 and	 community	
workers,	drawing	on	empirical	data	from	a	study	on	Indigenous	patrols	in	New	South	Wales,	
Australia.	Patrol	workers	interact	with	public	officials	from	various	state	entities	who	are	
tasked	 with	 overseeing	 funding,	 carrying	 out	 evaluations	 and,	 to	 varying	 degrees,	
monitoring	 the	 ‘effectiveness’	 of	 local	 patrol	 operations.	 These	 interactions	 illuminate	
several	issues	regarding	the	ways	in	which	knowledge	about	patrols	is	created,	contested	
and	 communicated	 between	 Indigenous	 and	 non‐Indigenous	 domains.	 The	 emergent	
patterns	 of	 these	 relations	 can	 be	 described	 as	 ‘seagull	 syndrome’,	 which	 involves	 the	






























train	 to	 do	 preliminary	 fieldwork.	 The	 Countrylink	 train	 service	 to	 Bourke	 leaves	 Sydney	 at	
7:00am	and	gets	to	Bourke	at	about	7:00pm,	changing	at	Dubbo	for	a	shuttle	bus	service	and,	by	
this	stage	in	my	doctoral	candidature,	I	was	beginning	to	get	accustomed	to	these	dull	days	spent	
almost	 entirely	 in	 public	 transport.	 This	 particular	 journey,	 however,	 was	 far	 from	 dull.	 The	
Countrylink	train	service	has	a	system	of	pre‐allocated	seating	and,	as	staff	regularly	remind	its	
customers,	‘you	must	sit	in	your	allocated	seat’.	Of	all	the	seats	and	of	all	the	carriages	on	the	train	


















































in	 which	 knowledge	 is	 produced	 about	 Indigenous	 peoples,	 communities	 and	 governance	








the	 ‘worst	 excesses	 of	 colonialism’	 (Moreton‐Robinson	 and	Walter	 2009;	Nakata	 2007;	 Smith	
1999:	1).	Whether	we	like	it	or	not,	researchers	have	a	reputation	in	communities	as	being	more	
motivated	by	the	prompt	collection	of	data	for	their	own	career‐advancing	purposes	than	in	the	





In	 colloquial	 terms,	 these	 individuals	 are	 sometimes	 referred	 to	 as	 ‘seagulls’,	 a	 derogatory	
expression	 afforded	 to	 an	 individual	 who,	 in	 the	words	 of	 research	 participants,	 ‘flies	 into	 a	
community,	craps	over	everything	and	everyone	and	then	leaves	the	community	to	pick	up	the	
pieces’.	 ‘Seagull	 syndrome’	 attests	 to	 the	 frustration	 felt	 by	 community	 members	 towards	
outsider	‘experts’	in	making	generalisations	and	false	diagnoses	based	on	what	is	sometimes	only	
a	superficial	understanding	of	local	community	dynamics,	often	with	disastrous	consequences	for	













between	 patrol	 workers	 and	 government	 officials	 but	 also	 provide	 an	 opportunity	 for	me	 to	
reflect	 on	 my	 own	 regrettable	 implicitness	 within	 these	 broader	 dynamics	 and	 processes	 of	
knowledge	 production.	 As	 will	 become	 apparent,	 it	 is	 not	 simply	 a	 case	 of	 some	 types	 of	
knowledge	(‘local’	or	‘expert’)	being	more	equal	than	others.	I	am	also	interested	in	examining	
the	 relationship	 between	 lay	 and	 desktop	 knowledge;	 and	 in	 exploring	 why	 some	 types	 of	
information	might	be	seen	as	less	credible,	less	trustworthy.	Further,	the	different	ways	in	which	


























The	 core	ethos	 of	patrol	work	 includes,	 firstly,	 connection	 to	 the	 local	Aboriginal	 community;	
secondly,	 independence	 of	 state	 police;	 and,	 finally,	 a	 consensual	 basis	 of	 operations	 (Porter	
2016).	Owing	to	the	local	specificity	of	patrol	services,	there	is	an	enormous	degree	of	diversity	
among	 the	 functions,	 objectives,	 composition	 and	 style	 of	 each	 unique	 patrol.	 Despite	 these	
variations,	broad	unity	can	be	seen	at	the	level	of	key	functions,	which	in	NSW	included	providing	





essentially	acrimonious,	 although	this	 is	 sometimes	 the	case.	 Indeed,	most	patrols	 rely	on	 the	
state	 police	 to	 intervene	 in	 instances	 of	 violent	 crime	 (domestic	 violence,	 assault)	 and	many	
patrols	 have	 positive	 relationships	with	 the	 state	 police.	 Indeed,	 in	 some	 cases	 senior	 police	
officers	have	been	present	on	the	management	committees	of	local	patrol	initiatives.		
	















omission	 has	 persisted	 within	 a	 framework	 that	 reflects	 American	 and	 European	 academic	
origins	and	concern	and	the	urban‐centric	nature	of	the	discipline’s	taken‐for	granted	world‐view	














alternative	 governance	 structures	 and	 to	 understand	 how	 patrols	 were	 perceived	 by	 these	
various	entities.		
	




of	 documents,	 reports,	 photos	and	 related	materials.	 This	 stage	 involved	 accessing	 records	 in	
relation	to	past	and	present	patrol	initiatives	by	contacting	federal,	state	and	local	government	
agencies	holding	relevant	archival	material.	The	purpose	of	this	aspect	of	the	research	project	




















and	 internal	 processes	 of	 government	 officials	 interviewed	 as	 part	 of	 this	 study.	While	 these	









There	 was	 a	 sense	 of	 frustration	 that	 government	 officials	 –	 funding	 body	 representatives,	
evaluators	and	other	government	officials	sent	to	a	community	to	communicate	with	a	patrol	–	
did	not	pay	sufficient	attention	to	and	lacked	awareness	of	local	knowledge,	cultural	protocols	















While	it	 is	fruitless	to	debate	which	knowledge	is	 ‘superior’	or	 ‘more	objective’,	what	emerges	
very	clearly	is	that	these	knowledge’s	are	divergent,	and	align	with	broader	lines	of	cultural	and	
political	fracture.	Importantly	and	unfortunately,	however,	not	all	types	of	knowledges	are	equal.	
In	 other	words,	 some	 types	of	 knowledge	 carry	more	weight	 than	others.	Notably,	 numerous	
decisions	have	been	made	on	the	basis	of	desktop	knowledge,	such	as	the	decision	to	defund	a	
patrol	in	light	of	one	unfavourable	evaluation.	Desktop	knowledge	has	the	tendency	to	be	seen	as	










Local	 knowledge	 was	 essential	 to	 the	 daily	 operation	 of	 Indigenous	 patrols.	 Patrol	 workers’	
knowledge	about	a	client	group	(their	families,	home	situation)	and	local	community	happenings	
(for	example,	community	dynamics,	information	about	who	has	just	been	released	from	prison	or	
juvenile	detention	centres)	 informed	a	 local	patrol’s	operations.	Patrol	workers	draw	on	 local	








of	 the	 children	 were	 Aboriginal,	 a	 majority	 of	 the	 CAP	 [Bourke	 Community	
Assistance	Patrol]	patrollers	were	Aboriginal	workers,	um,	I	 think	that	that	was	












statistics,	 email	 and	 phone	 communication	 with	 patrol	 management	 staff	 and	 occasionally	
fieldwork,	 which	 involved	 either	 the	 public	 official	 visiting	 the	 township	 or	 inviting	 patrol	











reflected,	 for	example,	 in	 the	 ‘success	 stories’	public	officials	would	select	 to	demonstrate	 the	





to	 the	 border	 it	 services	 Mildura.	 Of	 their	 own	 volition	 they	 wrote	 [to	 the	
Department]	 saying	 ‘please	 keep	 up	 this	 service	 you	 are	 funding’.	 And	 this	 is	
probably	online	somewhere	because	I	put	it	in	a	million	speeches,	as	they	wrote	
stating	 that	 they	 had	 something	 like	 a	 75%	 reduction	 in	 trauma‐related	
attendances	to	Namatjira	mission.	(Government	official	#3)	
	
Government	 knowledge’s	 emphasis	 on	 statistics	 and	 the	 broader	 results	 could	 easily	 be	
misconstrued	as	suggesting	that	government	knowledge	was	more	encompassing	and	thus,	in	a	
sense,	 more	 objective	 or	 abstract.	 But	 elevating	 such	 knowledge	 to	 the	 status	 of	 ‘more	




Within	 government	 departments,	 everyday	 decisions	 about	 funding	 are	made	on	 the	 basis	 of	
information	provided	through	these	monitoring	reports,	evaluations	and,	on	occasion,	visits	to	
community.	The	principal	mode	of	communication	transfer	between	government	departments	









the	 funding	 body	with	 information	 about	 each	 patrol’s	 local	 operation	 and	 its	 impact	 on	 the	













the	 overarching	 logic	 being	 that	 the	 towns	 that	 most	 needed	 a	 Safe	 Aboriginal	 Youth	 Patrol	
Program	 were	 those	 with	 highest	 reported	 crime	 rates.	 The	 Department	 also	 took	 into	
consideration	whether	a	patrol	was	already	in	operation	in	the	given	town.8		
	
The	 departmental	 processes	 of	monitoring	 and	 collation	 of	 statistical	 data	 illustrate	 both	 the	
modes	and	substance	of	information	transfer	between	Aboriginal	communities	and	government	







Interviews	 with	 patrol	 workers	 and	 community	 members	 revealed	 a	 sense	 of	 disjuncture	






























situation,	we	 stopped	 their	 young	ones	vandalising,	 or	we	prevented	 their	kids	
from	being	locked	up	because	they	breached	curfew.	So	the	measurables	[sic]	for	









stuff	 that’s	 important.	 …	 that	 to	me	was	 the	most	 powerful	 thing	 because	 that	
translated	how	it	worked	for	the	community.	…	And	you	know	’cause	I’d	say	to	my	
guys	 and	 they	 knew	 the	 community	 and	 that’s	 the	most	 powerful	 thing.	 If	 you	
brought	someone	from	outside	of	the	community	to	drive	the	bus,	you	may	have	
had	the	same	success.	The	 fact	 that	 they	were	employed	 from	within	 their	own	
community,	they	knew	everyone.	Everyone.	So	I	could	say	to	my	workers	the	next	
day,	what	was	 last	 night	 like?	 And	 they	 could	 tell	me.	 And	 then	 I	would	 know	











overlook.	 For	 example,	 in	 the	 community	 of	 Bourke,	 where	 employment	 opportunities	 are	
extremely	limited	and	long‐term	unemployment	was	identified	as	a	major	problem,	increasing	












the	 (state)	 governmental	 assumptions	 about	 what	 it	 is	 to	 be	 ‘effective’,	 how	 this	 can	 be	
demonstrated,	and	to	whom	accountability	is	owed.	In	this	way,	the	problems	confronting	patrol	
workers	 go	 to	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 question	 of	 self‐determination.	 From	 this	 point	 of	 view,	 they	
perceive	 themselves	 to	 be	 reliant	 on	 contractual	 arrangements	 based	 in	 ‘alien’	 and	 imposed	
assumptions	about	good	governance.		
	
During	 interviews	 I	 was	 surprised	 by	 the	 candour	 with	 which	 many	 public	 officials	 would	
comment	 on	 their	 feelings	of	 anxiety	over	what	were	often	described	 as	 ‘gaps	 in	knowledge’.	
Others	described	their	remoteness	from	what	was	happening	on	the	ground	and	questioned	the	
veracity	of	the	statistical	information	they	had	before	them,	which,	they	emphasised,	was	all	they	








Another	 lamented	 that,	 while	 they	were	 indeed	 interested	 in	 hearing	 personalised	 stories	 of	
localised	effects,	such	stories	rarely	made	their	way	into	the	monthly	written	reports:	
	
And	 also	 it	 would	 be	 amazing	 when	 you	 go	 out	 on	 the	 field	 and	 they	 would	
incidentally	 tell	 you	 things	 that	 the	 patrol	 had	 done	 and	 you	 sort	 of	 say	
[theatrically]:	‘why	don’t	you	put	that	in	your	report!’	Because	you’re	struggling	to	






analysing	 what	 works	 and	 what	 doesn’t,	 evaluators	 overlook	 important	 subtleties	 in	 the	
culturally	 distinct	 assumptions	behind	 the	 operation	of	 patrols.	 In	particular,	 I	 question	 from	
whose	perspective	should	one	evaluate	such	initiatives?	Which	criteria,	methodology	and	forms	











question	 and	 its	 relative,	 ‘are	 they	 effective?’,	 represent	 a	 defining	 theme	 within	 the	 policy	















and	their	 implications	 for	a	meaningful	evaluation.	 In	addition	 to	problems	with	the	 time	and	
depth	of	analysis,	existing	evaluations	are	marked	by	a	tendency	to	neglect	the	perspectives	of	
patrol	 workers	 and	 service	 users,	 a	 consideration	 that	 is	 crucial	 in	 seeking	 to	 offer	 a	 more	
culturally	 inclusive	 or	 sensitive	 evaluation	 of	 patrols.	 Moreover,	 many	 of	 the	 evaluations	
conducted	so	far	have	tended	to	focus	on	crime	prevention,	whereas	most	patrol	workers	saw	
their	 contribution	 in	 terms	of	 providing	 a	wider	 and	more	 encompassing	 community	 service,	
above	and	beyond	western	conceptions	of	‘crime	prevention’	and	‘law	enforcement’	efforts.		
	
Relatedly,	 evaluations	 typically	measure	 patrol	 functioning	 with	 reference	 to	 crime	 rates	 for	
specific	offences	(namely,	public	order	offences	and	reported	incidences	of	domestic	violence).	




previously	 ignored	or	neglected	by	 the	state	police.9	Furthermore,	 it	 is	 important	 to	note	 that	























from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 funding	 bodies,	 their	 perspective	 of	 return	 for	



























Most	patrol	workers	saw	their	contribution	 in	 terms	of	providing	a	wider	 community	service	
above	and	beyond	western	conceptions	of	 ‘crime	prevention’	and	 ‘law	enforcement’	efforts.	In	
fact,	when	 I	 interviewed	 the	 authors	 of	 the	 evaluations	 as	 part	 of	 this	 study,	 the	 researchers	
commented	on	a	certain	frustration	they	experienced	in	carrying	out	their	research.	Specifically,	
they	 felt	 the	 focus	 on	 crime	 prevention	was	 ‘myopic’	 and	 neglected	many	 important	 themes	
related	 to	patrol	 functions.	Yet	what	emerged	 from	the	views	of	workers	as	 the	most	striking	
shortcoming	 of	 evaluations,	 and	 one	 which	 has	 been	 common	 to	 the	 evaluations	 discussed	
above,11	has	been	the	lack	of	consultation	with	patrol	workers	in	developing	criteria	to	assess	the	



















be	 a	 pressing	 need	 for	 the	 research	 and	 policy	 to	 move	 away	 from	 ‘evaluations’	 and	 other	










types	of	 knowledge	 on	Aboriginal	 affairs	 and	 issues	 (local	 or	 lay	knowledge	versus	 expert	 or	
desktop	knowledge),	 including	how	knowledge	 is	 transferred	and	contested	between	 the	 two	
entities	 in	 everyday	 relations.	 Public	 officials	 are	 burdened	with	 proving	 their	 programs	 are	
‘working’	and	are	accountable	in	terms	of	government	expenditure,	yet	they	often	lack	essential	
knowledge	 about	 how	 events	 transpire	within	 a	 given	 community.	 Public	 officials’	 perceived	
over‐reliance	 on	 statistics	 and	 other	 seemingly	 arbitrary	 objective	 ‘performance	 indicators’	
further	distances	policy‐makers	from	communities	and	patrol	workers.	Throughout	this	process,	
local	patrols	remain	a	creature	of	contract	which	must	conform	to	reporting	requirements	and	
with	 the	 threat	 of	 their	 funding	 being	 terminated	 at	 any	 time.	 ‘Expert’	 knowledge	 based	 on	
BOCSAR	 statistics,	 desk‐generated	 research,	 overall	 effects	 and	 other	 seemingly	 objective	
indicators,	 tends	 to	 be	 privileged	 over	 local	 forms	 of	 knowledge	 about	 everyday	 patrol	
operations.	Importantly,	this	paper	has	described	how,	perhaps	due	to	the	appeal	of	statistics	and	
highly	generalised	theory,	‘desktop	knowledge’	is	viewed	as	being	more	objective	and	is	regularly	






highlights	 the	need	 for	government	departments	 to	reconsider	 the	processes	and	methods	by	
which	they	gather	information	about	community	initiatives.	In	addition,	there	is	a	need	to	rethink	
the	 processes	 used	 to	 gather	 information	 and	 conduct	 relations	 with	 local	 community	
organisations	so	that	it	reflects	relationship‐building	with	key	contacts	rather	than	merely	data	
extraction.	Certainly	both	sets	of	parties	were	acutely	aware	of	the	nature	of	these	issues,	again	
often	 in	 somewhat	 different	ways.	As	was	 repeated	during	 interviews	with	officials,	 statistics	










have	a	duty	to	actively	seek	out	a	variety	of	 local	 Indigenous	perspectives,	and	to	 incorporate	
these	within	the	design	and	implementation	of	Indigenous	programs	and	research.	And	yet	it	is	
not	enough	to	simply	‘try	one’s	best	not	be	a	seagull’.	Rather,	a	radical	rethink	with	regards	to	
Indigenous	 research	and	policy‐making	 is	also	 required,	not	 just	 in	 terms	of	how	policies	are	








By	 analogy,	 the	 same	 arguments	 apply	with	 equal	 force	 to	 research	 in	 the	 Indigenous	 justice	




1999;	 Tauri	 2012,	 2014;	 Tauri	 and	 Porou	 2014;	 Behrendt,	 Porter	 and	 Vivian	 (forthcoming);	
Walter	2016).	Indigenous	methodologies	prioritises	the	importance	of	building	relationships	and	





adoption	 of	 a	 more	 flexible	 approach	 to	 both	 research	 and	 policing‐making	 than	 has	
conventionally	been	the	case.		
	




























remote	 Australia.	 It	 also	 aimed	 to	 expose	 discrepancies	 in	 living,	 education	 and	 health	 conditions	 among	 the	
Aboriginal	 population.	 The	 bus	 visited	 various	 towns	 in	 rural	 and	 remote	NSW,	 visiting	 towns	 such	 as	Walgett,	
Bourke,	Moree	and	Kempsey,	where	there	were	discriminatory	practices	in	bars,	parks	and	public	pools.	
5	 Brewarrina	 is	 a	 remote	 township	 located	 on	 the	 Barwon	 River	 in	Western	 Plains	 New	 South	Wales,	 about	 800	
kilometres	north‐west	of	Sydney.	
































Aboriginal	 communities	 (Cunneen	 1992)	 and	 the	 under‐reporting	 of	 sexual	 assault	 more	 generally	 (Wild	 and	
Anderson	2007).	
10	Interestingly,	this	is	also	the	case	for	the	state	police.	Much	research	has	shown	that	comparatively	little	policing	is	
simply	crime	control	in	practice	(Cumming	et	al.	1964).	
11	Note	that	both	of	the	two	most	recent	reports	commissioned	by	the	NSW	Department	of	Justice	and	Attorney‐General	
involve	consultation	in	relation	to	opinions	on	the	effectiveness	of	the	patrol	 in	reducing	crime,	 though	not	in	the	
development	of	criteria	by	which	to	assess	the	effectiveness	of	the	patrol.	
12	It	could	be	argued	that	this	has	similarly	been	an	oversight	within	evaluations	and	research	about	the	conventional	
police	force.	In	the	United	Kingdom	in	the	1990s	the	Audit	Commission	began	assessing	community	satisfaction	with	
the	police.	The	reports	produced	had	major	implications	for	the	police.	
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